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Why Extensive Reading?
Nancy Whisler MUTOH
The book title 英語は「やさしく、たくさん」, roughly Lots of Easy 
English, (Ito, 2003) succinctly sums up the essence of extensive reading. 
Proponents of extensive reading assert that the best way to speed up the 
successful acquisition of English is, ironically, to go back to the beginning. 
This does not mean that students should go back again to learn about basic 
grammar patterns and vocabulary, but rather that they should go back to 
use the basic vocabulary and grammar to read a large number of books 
that are written at that basic lexical and grammatical level.
This paper argues that Japanese university students who aim to become 
profi cient in English need extensive reading. Section 1 presents an overview 
of the chain reaction that teachers and students observe when they are 
engaged in successful extensive reading. Section 2 describes models of 
extensive reading and the rationale for graded readers. Section 3 describes 
how the genuine reading experiences students have through extensive 
reading facilitate a) vocabulary and grammar review and elaboration, b) 
the incidental learning of new vocabulary and c) improved competence 
in various skills. Section 4 examines some of the questions raised about 
extensive reading.
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Overview: The reasoning behind extensive reading
The idea behind extensive reading, simply put, is that quantity of reading 
matters. A learner needs a large amount of contact with the foreign language 
in order to become profi cient in it. Reading is one of the best ways to get 
that contact. Class time is limited, however, so students must read on their 
own. To read on their own, the language encountered through reading must 
be understandable to the learner at his or her own current level of compre-
hension. By reading many books containing thousands of comprehensible 
sentences, a number of important changes occur in learners.
• Learners become able to visually and mentally process written English 
in a smoother, more natural way, rather than in a halting process of 
translating.
• Because readers progress smoothly and comprehendingly through short, 
easy books, they are able to grasp the overall fl ow of stories and orga-
nization of nonfi ction texts. 
• The foundation vocabulary and grammar of English become better es-
tablished and remembered by being processed in the mind dozens or 
hundreds of times in natural, comprehensible contexts. 
• Many of the variations of high frequency vocabulary and grammar ele-
ments (described below) – that are too numerous to learn explicitly – can 
be learned incidentally by reading texts composed exclusively of this 
high frequency lexical and grammatical core. 
• Learners feel satisfaction and enjoy a sense of accomplishment from 
reading many books on their own. This increases their confi dence and 
autonomy. 
• Successful, confi dence-building experiences in the foreign language are 
motivating. Motivation is the fuel cell of learning. 
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• Learners who have experienced successful English reading on their own 
are more apt to develop a reading habit. They are more likely to read 
outside of their courses and after their formal education ends. 
Extensive reading models and rationale for graded readers
Extensive reading means reading a large number of books, books that are 
relatively easy for each individual reader to understand. A rule of thumb 
in extensive reading is that a reader should not fi nd more than an average 
of 5 unfamiliar words per page of text, excluding proper names. If there 
are consistently more than that, then an easier book should be chosen. 
The reader should also fi nd the reading to be engaging and interesting. If 
a book is not interesting, the reader is encouraged to return it and fi nd a 
more appealing book. In other words, reading materials are self-selected 
and at any given point in time, all the students in a class are taking home 
different books to read. Course content is completely individualized.
If a reader has chosen a book suitable to his or her own level, then 
checking on comprehension becomes largely unnecessary. The reader will 
understand an interesting text composed of mostly familiar vocabulary and 
grammar elements. For this reason, readers are not generally required to 
keep vocabulary lists, answer comprehension questions or take tests on 
what they have read.
Readers are required, however, to do a lot of reading. To chart the amount 
read, readers and teachers keep records of book titles and basic information 
about the book (author, publisher, type of content, level of diffi culty, dates 
started and fi nished, etc.). Extensive reading programs generally devise a 
method for measuring quantity of reading that factors in variables such 
as print size, number of lines per page, number of pages per book, etc. 
Extensive reading courses most frequently count “adjusted pages” or use 
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a point system. Activities to verify that the books listed have in fact been 
read are conducted. These include one or more or the following: written 
book reports of various types, summary writing, oral book reports, simple 
outlines or diagrams of content, double-entry journals (Iancu, 2000), written 
opinion of the book with reasons and examples and conferencing with the 
teacher to talk about the books read.
As well as this basic model of extensive reading, there are also a number 
of variations. A class reader can be set in addition to having students 
read self-selected books. In classes with a fairly homogeneous level of 
reading profi ciency, a teacher-selected list of required books is sometimes 
used in place of self-selection. If students have some reading in com-
mon, class activities can be based on it. One such example is Literature 
Circles, developed largely by Harvey Daniels and colleagues and adapted 
for Japanese learners of English by Mark Furr. Literature Circles guide 
students to have fruitful discussion about a short story by dividing the 
aspects of discussion into explicit roles: Discussion Leader, Summarizer, 
Word Master, Connector, Passage Person and Culture Collector. In this way, 
students read with increased attention to a specifi c aspect of the story and 
are motivated by their responsibility in the upcoming discussion. The roles 
also give the discussion structure so that it moves forward in a meaningful 
way. During the discussion, students clarify their understanding of the 
text and explore how it relates to their own lives. In an experiment with 
non-fi ction discussion circles, using the roles developed by Daniels and 
Furr, this writer used readings from the United Nations CyberSchoolBus 
Website in a 4th year extensive reading course. Readings dealt with topics 
of international importance such as human rights, education, HIV/AIDS, 
cities of the world, etc. Most students found the readings suitable in terms 
of both level of diffi culty and degree of interest. They also evaluated the 
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discussion circle method as very useful. (Please see References for Daniels, 
Furr and CyberSchoolBus Web addresses.)
Use of graded readers written for non-native learners of English is a 
bridging device to raise readers to a profi ciency level at which they can 
read age-graded reading materials written for young adult native speakers 
(juvenile literature and nonfi ction), materials written in easy English for 
adult native speakers and fi nally general adult reading for native speakers 
including academic reading.
The crucial function of graded readers is that they allow elementary and 
intermediate level learners to have genuine reading experiences. Genuine 
reading experiences mean reading with relative ease and, therefore, focusing, 
not on the language, but on the content, just as native speakers do. Readers 
respond as they would to fi ction or nonfi ction read in their native language 
– by feeling interested, critical, surprised, amused, moved, enlightened, etc. 
Reading materials written for educated native speakers force elementary 
and intermediate non-native speakers to focus on decoding the unfamilar 
language elements in order to get to the content. Having genuine reading 
experiences in the foreign language is vitally important for the reasons 
explained below.
How genuine reading experiences in extensive reading benefi t English 
language learners
a) Reinforce and expand their knowledge of the high frequency lexical 
and syntactic core 
Nation (2001) describes the process of vocabulary acquisition as occurring 
in three steps: encountering, establishing and elaborating. “Encountering” is 
the initial learning. At this point, a lexical or grammatical item may or may 
not have been perfectly understood or learned at the fi rst encounter and will 
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certainly disappear from memory quickly if not re-encountered. “Establish-
ing” means rooting the new item in long term memory through repeated 
encounters. The size of the task of “elaborating” language knowledge can 
be understood by looking at the icebergs below (fi g. 1 and 2). Each visible 
lexical and grammatical item is in fact a collection of variations that are 
not visible to the learner when the item is fi rst encountered.
Figure 1 shows the importance of elaborating lexical knowledge. It is 
only a partial listing of the variations of “stand” contained in the Oxford 
Advanced Learner’s entry and has few of the many fi xed phrases and 
collocations containing the word. To reach intermediate level, a learner 
needs a vocabulary of around 2,000 word families with a certain amount 
of elaborated knowledge.
Fig. 1
“stand” v.
My friend is standing by that tree.
Only a few houses were left standing after the storm. Everyone stood up 
when the Queen entered. Where do you stand on these issues? My offer still 
stands. As things stand, there’s little chance of reaching an agreement. You stand to 
make a lot of money from this deal. Mix the batter and let it stand for 20 minutes. I 
can’t stand hot weather. How can you stand by and let him treat his dog like that? She 
stands by her word. What do the letters UNESCO stand for? My assistant will stand in 
for me while I’m away. Those bright letters stand out clearly from the dark background. I 
hate to have my teacher standing over me while I’m doing a math problem. My date
stood me up! You must stand up for your rights. No one supported his stand 
on taxes. I bought this magazine at a newsstand. We had seats 
in the east stand (grandstand) The witness took the stand.
(Oxford Advanced Learner’s)
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Figure 2 shows the need for elaborating grammatical knowledge. It dem-
onstrates that the formula for present perfect “S + have + PP” is not as 
simple as it fi rst appears. Waring (2005) lists the above sample sentences 
in illustrating some variations of the present perfect. The present perfect 
looks different to learners when manifested in negative, interrogative, pro-
gressive, passive, “There is/are” sentences and combinations of these. A 
person cannot become profi cient without learning a certain proportion of the 
variations of high frequency lexical and grammatical items. Yet explicitly 
teaching many variations to learners would both overwhelm them and also 
take too much class time.
In EFL countries such as Japan, the amount of contact that learners 
have with English in language class and in the course of their normal 
daily lives is insuffi cient. They have little opportunity to encounter the 
variety of usages of the most frequent lexical and grammatical elements 
of English. Extensive reading is one of the most accessible and effective 
ways for learners to have more exposure to natural English in contexts 
that they can understand.
Fig. 2
Present Perfect
I’ve seen that movie already.
He hasn’t seen her for a while.
A government committee has been created to…
Why haven’t you been doing your homework?
There’s been a big accident in Market Street.
Have you ever seen a ghost?
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The fact is that most incoming university students have fairly unelaborated 
knowledge of much of the foundation vocabulary and grammar and much 
of it has, also, not been solidly established in memory. This was confi rmed 
in a vocabulary test of university English majors, examining both receptive 
and productive knowledge of frequency bands – 1st 1,000 words, 2nd 1,000 
words, etc. McNeill (2001) found that fi rst year students had signifi cant 
gaps in their receptive knowledge of even the highest frequency foundation 
vocabulary. Their ability to recall and write these words was considerably 
lower than their receptive knowledge, as is to be expected. While the 
results were not surprising, they were important. This insuffi ciently known 
foundation vocabulary imposes serious limitations on students’ abiltity to 
use English in all four skill areas. These results are largely due to the fact 
that the amount of English encountered in secondary school is surprisingly 
small. Since textbook dialogs and reading passages are used as vehicles for 
presenting new language elements and are explained and studied in detail, 
only a modest number of lines can be studied per week. 
Reading large amounts of easy text, composed exclusively of the high 
frequency lexical and syntactic core, provides readers with the review of 
once learned language items that they so clearly need, as well as the chance 
to encounter many of the variations that constitute necessary elaborated 
knowledge.
b) Facilitate incidental learning of new vocabulary through guessing from 
context
Laufer (1989) found that in order for incidental learning of new words 
to occur through guessing from context, a very high percentage of words 
in the text, 95%, must be known to the reader. However, summarizing 
various studies on decay (forgetting), Waring and Nation (2004) conclude 
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that factoring in the effects of decay, the coverage necessary to allow suc-
cessful guessing from context is closer to 98%. The previously described 
rule of thumb in extensive reading, that there should be no more than an 
average of 5 unknown words per page, does allow incidental learning of 
new words to occur by guessing from context if pages contain about 200 
words. 
c) Facilitate the development of reading fl uency, language knowledge and 
writing ability.
In secondary school, most students never have the experience of reading 
in English. In the normal sense of the word, reading is something people do 
by themselves, silently, to get the meaning from a page of print, either for 
information or for pleasure. To read normally, that is smoothly or fl uently, 
a person needs reading material that is at his or her level of language 
profi ciency. At a level of diffi culty above the learner’s, the reader must 
focus on decoding the language. Given reading material matched to their 
level of English, however, foreign language learners can develop fl uency.
Developing reading fl uency is crucial. Nuttall (1982) describes a non-
fl uent reader as being caught in a vicious circle: a plodding struggling 
reader cannot enjoy reading, so does not read much. This lack of reading 
practice results in little or no improvement and to continued dislike and 
avoidance of reading. Fluent readers, on the other hand, generally enjoy 
reading, so read more and, as a result, become more motivated to read 
and continue to increase in reading profi ciency. This is the corresponding 
‘virtuous circle’. Becoming a fl uent reader who enjoys reading is important, 
also, because reading is one of the best ways to maintain and develop 
language profi ciency. Reading fl uency has been shown to positively affect 
other language knowledge and skills. In the Fiji book fl ood program (Elley & 
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Mangubhai, 1981) young non-native readers who had signifi cantly improved 
their reading fl uency also demonstrated signifi cant increases in reading 
comprehension, knowledge of grammatical structures, word recognition and 
writing ability. MacGowen-Gilhooly (1995) reports signifi cant gains in the 
English profi ciency of the 10,000 students who took the new Fluency First 
Curriculum at the City University of New York. To achieve increased fl uency 
in reading and writing, students were to read 1,000 pages (70 pages per 
week) and to write 10,000 words during the fi rst semester. After initially 
complaining about the heavy homework load and the lack of grammar 
lessons, students began to see a sudden increase in their reading and writing 
abilities. After three such semesters, the following results were achieved. 
Average student scores on reading profi ciency tests almost doubled. The 
writing test pass rate (allowing students to test out of freshman writing 
class) rose from 35% to 56% which, the author reports, is about the same 
rate as for native speakers. The ESL course failure rate declined by half. 
It can be concluded that large amounts of practice in reading (and writing) 
led to signifi cant increases in students’ reading (and writing) profi ciency.
The full title of Ito’s book (2003) is 英語は、「やさしく、たくさん」：中
学校レベルから始める【英語脳】の育て方. Ito is head editor of the Weekly 
Student Times and Assistant Head Editor of the Japan Times. He recounts 
in his book that, in training newly hired employees as journalists – even 
those with impressively high scores on TOEFL and TOEIC tests, he instructs 
them to read 200 easy books. He fi nds this necessary for bringing their 
reading and writing to the required level of real-world fl uency and accuracy 
that they need for the job. Reading fl uency means not only getting up to a 
nearly normal speed in reading, but also developing a sense, or feel, for the 
normal, natural fl ow of English, or in Ito’s words, an “English brain.”
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Questions and criticisms sometimes raised concerning extensive reading
1. In extensive reading classes, what do teachers do? They don’t appear 
to be teaching.
The question is really what does it mean to teach? One image of 
teaching is the “sage on the stage”, also called teacher-centered or 
teacher-fronted teaching. In intensive reading classes, this includes ex-
plaining the meaning of hard-to-understand sentences, asking students 
to translate certain passages or answer comprehension questions, and 
giving further explanations of grammar, vocabulary or the content of the 
passage. In this paradigm, the teacher is usually speaking to the whole 
class and the students’ role is to listen attentively so as to understand. 
Another image of teaching is the “guide at the side” or student-centered 
model. In extensive reading classes, this includes setting up the course 
so that students can each have books at their own level and with content 
of interest, planning class activities that motivate students to read, using 
various techniques to check that students are in fact reading, oversee-
ing recordkeeping of books read, counseling individual students who 
are falling behind and giving individual feedback to students on book 
reports and other written work. In class the teacher sometimes talks to 
the whole group, but also spends time helping individual students and 
checking that students are actively working and participating throughout 
the class.
2. Graded readers aren’t authentic or worthwhile for university students. 
They are too easy.
In terms of level of diffi culty, graded readers look easy to teachers, 
however from the students’ point of view, they are not too easy. In 
extensive reading, students do all the reading on their own, without 
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teacher explication. In order for students to comprehend on their own, 
the books must match the students’ actual reading levels. In intensive 
reading, one book is set for the whole class, and is intended to be 
challenging in order to increase learners’ knowledge of more diffi cult 
vocabulary and grammar. Weak readers in an intensive reading class 
may fi nd themselves relying almost completely on the teacher’s ex-
plication rather than on their own reading. In intensive reading most 
students “encounter” many new language elements, in Nation’s ter-
minology, while in extensive reading they “establish” and “elaborate 
previously encountered language.” Both types of reading are necessary 
for successful development of students’ reading ability and language 
knowledge. At the lower intermediate level, however, the fi rst priority 
should be establishing fi rm control and elaborating usage knowledge 
of the language’s core grammar and vocabulary while building reading 
fl uency. In this way, more students will experience Nuttall’s “virtuous 
circle” in their reading.
The nature of “authenticity” of reading texts is not as simple as it 
may seem. Every kind of text is written in a certain writing style for 
a particular type of audience. Good quality writing for children and 
young adults is not considered to be inauthentic because it is simplifi ed 
in content and language for the target audience. Certain types of texts 
for the general native-speaker adult audience are also written in an 
easy-to-understand style because not all adults are well-educated. These 
are also considered authentic texts. Graded readers are not different from 
these cases. As with books in general, there has been a range of quality 
in graded readers, from excellent to middling to lacking literary value. 
As the extensive reading and graded reader movement has increased, 
so has the number, variety and quality of graded readers.
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3. How does the extensive reading teacher know that students are actually 
reading and that they are understanding what they read?
This is an important question that deserves honest consideration in 
every course. It is diffi cult in any course to verify that each student has 
in fact done the homework conscientiously (and has done it by him- or 
herself), to verify that the teacher’s lecture has in fact been correctly 
understood by every student, and even to verify that memorized infor-
mation written on a test is in fact understood by the student. Verifying 
that students are actually reading and actually understanding what they 
read is equally diffi cult in intensive and extensive reading courses. The 
extent to which a reading teacher regularly examines each student’s work 
is the extent to which the teacher can claim to have some knowledge 
of each student’s degree of reading and reading comprehension. The 
extent to which a teacher gives individual feedback and guidance to each 
student is the extent to which the teacher can claim to be influencing 
each student’s learning.
Teachers of extensive reading classes usually do continually monitor 
and give feedback on each student’s reading progress and written reports. 
They can often identify students who appear not to be succeeding in 
the course while there is still time to give counseling and guidance. 
Extensive reading classes are, therefore, particularly labor-intensive for 
teachers, especially when one teacher is monitoring eighty students. 
Cutting class size in extensive reading courses would increase the fea-
sibility of teachers correctly verifying and influencing each student’s 
progress in reading.
In the case of an extensive reading course, the question of determin-
ing each student’s degree of comprehension is simplified by the fact 
that each student is presumably reading texts at or very near his or 
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her own actual level of reading proficiency. In this case, when written 
and oral evidence indicate that a student has in fact read a book, then 
the teacher can assume that most of the content of that book has been 
understood by the student.
4. Extensive reading is 速読 (speed reading). Japanese students don’t need 
to read at a fast speed; they need to read with a high degree of accurate 
comprehension.
It is a misnomer to call extensive reading speed reading. Speed reading 
is a collection of techniques that can boost a person’s reading speed 
well above normal rates. In extensive reading, learners aim to increase 
their reading speed to a rate that allows them to read steadily and 
smoothly, without frequent stopping to focus on language elements. 
This is important because of the limits of short term memory. If the 
reading rate is too slow and halting, the thread of meaning is forgotten 
from one sentence or one paragraph to the next.
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